io6                    CONTARINI FLEMING :

course of an hour, for the first time in my life, I was to
enter a room MI of strangers, conducting themselves with
ease, in aU that etiquette of society in which I was entirely
unpractised. My heart misgave me. I wished myself again
in the forest. I procrastinated my toilet to the last possible
moment. Ignorant of the art of dress, I found myself
making a thousand experiments, all of which failed. The
more I consulted my glass the less favourable was the im-
pression. I brushed my hair out of curl. I confined my
neck for the first time in a cravat. Each instant my
appearance became more awkward, more formal, and more
ineffective. At last I was obliged to go down ; and, less at
my ease, and conscious of appearing worse than ever I did
in my life, at the only moment of that life in which appear-
ance had been of the slightest consequence, and had ever
occupied my thoughts, I entered the room at a side door.
It was very fall, as I had expected. I stole in without
being observed, which a little re-animated my courage. 1
looked round in vain for a person I knew; I crept to a
corner, All seemed at their ease. All were smiling; all
exchanging words, if not ideas. The women all appeared
beautiful, the men all elegant. I painfully felt my wretched
inferiority. I watched the Baroness, magnificently attired
and sparkling with diamonds, wreathed with smiles, and
scattering without effort phrases which seemed to diffuse
universal pleasure. This woman, whom I had presumed to
despise and dared to insult, became to me an object of
admiration and of envy. She even seemed to me beautiful.
I was bewildered.

Suddenly a gentleman approached me. It was the under
secretary. I was delighted by Ms notice. I answered his
many uninteresting questions about every school pastime,
which I detested, as if I felt the greatest interest in their
recollection. All that I desired was that he would not
leave me, that I might at least appear to be doing what the
others were, and might be supposed to be charmed, although